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Abstract 
The paper deals with the outcomes of an empirical, explorative research aiming at considering the relation between foreign 
language learning and intercultural tolerance. The research problem was whether foreign language learning influences the 
increase of intercultural tolerance, with the aim to consider the influence a new foreign language has on changes occurring in the 
attitudes towards other nations. The assumption was that foreign language acquisition has positive effects on intercultural 
tolerance. The research sample was casual, consisting of 247 Belgrade University students. The independent variable was foreign 
language learning and dependent variable was intercultural tolerance. The method of systematic non-experimental observation 
was used in the research. Intentional manipulation of variables was not carried out, except for the statistical analyses in a sense 
replacing experimental controls. The link between empirical data and the theoretical background was searched for in qualitative 
interpretation of findings, in a sense using systematic approach through synthesis of the data; this is justified by the very subject 
of the research, i.e. complexity of attitudes and the ways they change. Statistical procedure was based on the comparison of the 
rankings of the European nations in the test and retest – Mann -Whitney Test. 
The findings confirm the hypothesis that foreign language acquisition, followed by the knowledge on the related nations and 
cultures makes people more open for the new and the unknown and more tolerant to diversity, thus more ready to accept life not 
only in multi-, but also in intercultural world, that has become our reality. As a consequence, it has once again been confirmed 
that there is a need to acquire foreign language and learn about foreign cultures from the earliest age, as well as to introduce a 
number of foreign languages in schools, since this is how open and tolerant society is created. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Odabaşı  
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1. Introduction 
Modern development and globalization trends have brought to a situation in which the world is considered a 
“global village”, imposing the need for cooperation and interdependence, at both global and local level. In spite of 
more emphasized risk decrease in the world as a whole, interdependence has not always been reflected in being 
connected and cooperation, it has rather often produced tensions and conflicts. Having in mind that the present 
conditions ask for co-living, the need for decrease of distancing and opening up for cooperation and understanding 
has led to the search for more efficient ways for education and upbringing to decrease tensions and increase 
tolerance. In today's Europe, there is a growing awareness of inevitable globalization, cooperation and coexistence, 
with the focus increasingly shifted towards the possibilities of education as a specific dimension of pluralism, 
diversity of national and local identities, cultures and civilization. Therefore, the quality of education in this aspect is 
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particularly important, along with interculturalism as an integral part of the guiding principles of today's world and 
an ethical option, enabling people to manage their own activities and values that need to be consistent with people's 
social conditions. This provides education with an important role in the development of communicative competence 
between cultures in creating the ability for intercultural communication and cosmopolitan attitudes. The subject of 
this research is one of the several aspects of education in creating the basis of intercultural communication, focusing 
on learning foreign language from the perspective of its contribution to "opening" for what is new and facilitating 
skills for accepting pluralism.  
2. Theoretical framework and terminological issues  
Having in mind that our behaviours and activities are consequences of our attitudes, having a built-in tendency of 
undertaking actions, the research is dedicated to the possibility to influence attitudes and their formation. Most 
social psychologists accept the term "attitudes" as mental readiness to feel and think, as well as the tendency to 
behave positively towards a particular issue, phenomenon and the like (Rake & Edcock, 1978). Attitudes are 
considered to consist of cognitive, affective and conative components, which in addition to positive feelings and 
favour, also include positive insights. Attitudes are permanent systems of positive and negative evaluations, 
emotional feelings and techniques for undertaking pro et contra actions toward social objects (Kreč, Kračfild, & 
Balaki, 1962). The definition of attitudes also includes their dispositional feature, which refers to mental alertness, 
so that the individuals possessing certain attitudes see society within the framework of specific categories of good 
and evil. In addition to the above, Osgood (Osgood, as cited in Rake & Edcock, 1978, p. 26.) differentiated the 
attitudes from other states of alertness in that they also imply the existence of evaluative responses. Summarised to 
greatest extent, the brief overview of the basic features of attitudes is stated aiming at providing the outline of the 
way attitudes are conceptualized. Nevertheless, as in all scientific matters, numerous authors have different 
approaches in their understanding of a number of attitude conceptualization issues. One of them is the relation 
between the mentioned components (cognitive, emotional and conative), but for the purpose of this study it needs no 
further explanation. At this point, it seems important to deal with the issue of attitude measuring. As dispositional 
features, attitudes can be neither observed nor measured in a direct manner. Most measures take only one of the 
above attitude components into account. Majority of tests rely on verbal statements about attitudes, while another 
extreme method of measurement refers to standardized statements that are clearly related to an attitude, so that the 
respondent indicates his/her agreed opinion. One of the applied scales is the Likert scale used in this study. The 
attitude is expressed by the sum of values given by a student to all items. 
Theoretical background of the paper refers to general attitudes on personality socialization, as main factors in the 
formation of both personality and attitudes, comprising learning theory offering a coherent picture of specific 
aspects of socialization. What we are talking about is learning according to a model, with a tendency to reproduce 
the attitudes of the model (Bandura & Walters, 1969, as cited in Rake & Edcock, 1978, p. 42). Factors of creation 
and change of attitudes are multiple and intertwined, and those that belong to the group of rational factors 
(messages, communications, implicit conclusion...) are of importance for this study. Massages are considered one of 
the important factors in attitude’s creation and change, followed by conclusions (explicit or implicit) drawn by an 
individual. McGuire (as cited in Rake & Edcock, 1978, p. 63) highlights the importance of implicit conclusions and 
this is especially true for the sample covered by this study, i.e. students thought to be a part of selected population of 
sound intellectual potentials, given that McGuire believes that the implicit conclusion is more effective when we are 
sure that the person can draw a conclusion on his own (insufficient motivation or lower intelligence of a subject 
requires a message to be explicit). As suggested by the literature consulted for this study, there are several important 
factors, primarily related to personality, but the study does not intend to go this far; it will rather discuss the change 
of attitudes from the perspective of education. Thus, Osgood discusses cognitive imbalance as a change-inducing 
and motivating source. Rosenberg has also emphasized the importance of cognitive-affective imbalances as 
necessary for attitude change (as cited in Rake & Edcock, 1978, p. 83). The author who has already been mentioned 
in the paper, Rokič, highlights the importance of contradictions in new insights and observations as drives of attitude 
change. He believes that contradictions are easy to perceive and more important given that they cover self-
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perception to a high degree. According to the same author, the existing inconsistencies in individual’s knowledge 
are more important for the individual, since they involve his/her more significant values, with higher levels of 
tension, increasing the chance to change one’s attitude and behaviour (as cited in Rake & Edcock, 1978 p. 85). In 
other words, Rokič associates the change of attitude with cognitive change. Contradictions relied by attitude change 
have to seem reliable and cannot act defensively. This is believed to be achieved mainly by providing subjects with 
pieces of information on their own belief system, as well as many other significant systems of opinions and 
attitudes. Educational role lies in the choice of information and ways of their presentation so that they do not cause 
the opposite effects, but facilitate perception of contradictions (as cited in Rake & Edcock, 1978, p. 87). Many 
experiments have been carried out examining this and other theoretical approaches to the change of attitude and they 
can be further investigated by consulting the references below.  
3. Methodological framework  
Due to the fact that research has up to now paid little attention to educational-upbringing potentials of foreign 
language learning and teaching, the issue has been chosen for the subject of the research. Having in mind the fact 
that such a standpoint could offer possibilities for development of a number of segments, like perception, 
differentiating relevant from irrelevant, logical thinking, making conclusions, the research focuses on the issue of 
how learning a new foreign language encourages intercultural tolerance, i.e. how it affects attitudes towards other 
nations.  
So, the research aim is to consider how the attitudes towards other nations and intercultural tolerance are affected 
by learning a new foreign language. In this sense, the task has been established to determine the statistical 
significance of differences in students' attitudes and acceptance of other nations before starting to learn another 
foreign language and after a year of learning. Thus, the intention is to examine the extent to which learning foreign 
language contributes to changing the students' attitudes towards other nations, i.e. the extent to which knowledge 
about other nations has changed their attitudes towards the others, i.e. those they are less familiar with. 
The initial assumption is that learning a language is more than merely acquiring a useful skill, as it is commonly 
stressed in the majority of papers on the subject – it also significantly contributes to a number of other personality 
features (i.e. "opening" for what is new, facilitating the development of their ability to accept what used to be 
unfamiliar or strange), being one of the prerequisites for the creation of better and more humane society. As a 
consequence, a hypothesis is established that foreign language learning significantly contributes to change of 
attitudes, not only towards the speakers of a given language, but also to other nations, as well as to the openness to 
new cultures not so close to students, changing the overall sensitivity for interculturalism, tolerance towards 
diversity and pluralism.    
For the purposes of the study a non-probable (i.e. random) sample was chosen, consisting of 240 Belgrade 
University students who started learning a new foreign language for the first time. They were asked to answer an 
anonymous questionnaire about their attitudes and knowledge of other nations once before learning a new foreign 
language, and the second time after a year of learning. The questionnaire focused on intercultural sensitivity, a sense 
of tolerance, the anticipation of global interdependence, reducing the differences among nations, the spirit of 
openness towards the world, the sense of belonging to the world as a whole... When designing the questionnaire, 
special attention was paid to the need to perceive the extent to which information are able to support something 
more general, a change of attitude, opening towards other nations, to what is less known. The expected 
decontextualization that should have been carried out by the students according to acquisition of knowledge through 
new foreign language learning and its transfer into other contexts, was supposed to be detected in two stages of 
administration of the questionnaire. In other words, transfer was one of the points of observation, associated with 
decontextualization, which largely depends on reducing the complexity and neglecting the particularities or 
singularities of a given case. In a sense, it also measured the adequacy of both the curriculum and the teaching 
methodology approach. 
The independent variable was the curriculum of a foreign language, while the dependent variable was related to 
the students' attitudes towards other nations. The research was based on the use of the method of systematic non-
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experimental observation. Variables were not manipulated for their intentional change, except for statistical analyzes 
that are in some sense substitutes for experimental controls. The relation between the empirical data and the 
theoretical framework was established according to qualitative interpretation of findings. Through data synthesis, a 
sort of systematic approach was applied; this was justified by the research subject itself, i.e. the complexity of 
attitudes and the ways of their change. Statistical procedure was based on the comparison of the rankings of the 
European nations in the test and retest – the Mann-Whitney test. 
4. Findings and interpretation  
Given that none of the correlations between the rankings of European nations in the test (beginning the course) 
and retest (finishing the course) failed to prove to be statistically significant, the ranking of European nations in the 
test and retest was compared according to the Mann-Whitney Test. 
As it had been expected, the first test has shown that best ranked nations were those more familiar and closer to 
the students, whose language the students had already learnt or become familiar with through the media, like 
Englishmen, or those visited by a large number of students during summer holidays, like Greeks; furthermore 
typical stereotypes have also been expressed, like those of passionate Italians and Frenchmen as imaginative lovers 
and skilful chefs. What is surprising is the absence of the positive change of attitude towards the nation whose 
language was learnt; this might be explained according to the fact that the students had already been familiar with 
the nation and the culture (many of the students have relatives living in the foreign language speaking country) or, 
which seems more likely, according to the already existing positive attitude towards the particular language and its 
speakers, which had actually encouraged them to learn the language.  
According to the comparison of the results of ranking in terms of desire to spend the summer holiday with the 
representatives of other nations, a shift has been noticed in favour of the nations that were less popular in the initial 
test. Unlike the English, Germans, Italians and Greeks, whose ranking decreased, the ranking of the Russians (from 
36.36 to 32.00), Finns (from 36.35 to 30.73) and Bulgarians (with 39, 53 to 28.13) has improved. Such results are in 
favour of the hypothesis underlying the study (that knowing yet another foreign language leads to opening oneself to 
others as well), since the shift was not in favour of the nation whose language was learnt, i.e. only towards the 
representatives of the new language; instead, it was in favour of some other nations, those that had been "less 
popular" at the beginning of the study.  
According to Mann -Whitney U statistics and its significance, it has been noticed that the difference among the 
ranks in the case of the mentioned nations in the test and retest is statistically relevant, excluding the possibility of 
coincidence and interpreting the finding as a confirmation of the initial hypothesis. It has been found that 
Bulgarians, for example, were scored much better in the retest than in the test. Namely, the percentage of high 
rankings (1-3) increased in the retest, while the percentage of very low rankings (7 and 8) decreased.  
In regard to possibility of getting married to representatives of particular nations, it has been found that the 
ranking of English, Germans, French and Greeks in the retest slightly decreased on the average in the retest, while 
the ranking of Russians, Finns, Italians and Bulgarians increased. The mentioned statistical procedure has shown 
that there are statistically significant differences between the average rankings in the test and retest in the case of 
Finns and Bulgarians, suggesting that learning a foreign language, and inevitable familiarization with its native 
speakers has improved openness towards novelty and willingness to reconsider the prior attitudes. The analysis of 
the percentages of ranks has shown significant redistribution leading to more balanced distribution. The fact that the 
major changes have not occurred with the nation whose language was taught, confirms the validity of the initial 
hypothesis of the study and the standpoints of a number of other authors promoting the "Banat concept" as the 
possible model of new multicultural and intercultural Europe and so-called Homo Europeans (e.g. Neumann, 2008; 
Fassel, 2007). 
There is another interesting finding in regard to students’ knowledge on the culture and customs of the given 
nations. Event though the intention was not to establish the level of their knowledge on other nations and their 
cultures and no significant shifts were expected, except from the case of the nation whose language was learnt as a 
new foreign language (in accordance to the acquisition of new contents and possible encouragement for independent 
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research), there have been shifts in this regard similar to those already stated. Such a match of shifts from lower to 
higher rankings leads to a conclusion that the students, probably due to their insufficient knowledge on the 
mentioned cultures and arts had ranked them solely according to their attitudes towards the nations in question and 
such a finding could be interpreted as supporting previously stated. This is easily noticeable in the examples of 
Finnish art, for example literature, having in mind that the students knew nothing about it – neither in the test nor in 
the retest, since they did not encounter any new contents about it during that year which could have led to their 
better knowledge. Consequently, the shift from lower to higher rankings can be interpreted only as the students' 
opening to what is new and unknown, which is a confirmation of our hypothesis. 
It seems that it can be assumed that the shift reflects the process developing in the case of students who learnt a 
new foreign language. It is notable that, having familiarized with the language of the nation they had not considered 
particularly attractive, but later saw it as "normal" and not particularly strange, they have become more sensitive, 
less rigid and more willing to challenge the common stereotypes and prejudices, as well as their own attitudes. This 
confirms the validity of the ideas of multicultural and intercultural Banat with people tolerant of diversity, which 
could be a model of modern society. 
5. Conclusion  
According to interpretation of the findings, it could be concluded that the initially established hypothesis has been 
confirmed, i.e. that foreign language learning, accompanied by familiarization with respective nations and cultures, 
makes people more receptive to novelties and more tolerant of diversity, and thus, more willing to accept living in 
both multicultural and intercultural world, which has become our reality. This also confirms the need for learning 
and familiarizing with foreign languages as early as the youngest age, as well as for the introduction of several 
foreign languages, creating thereby an open and tolerant society. 
The findings of this exploratory study, undertaken with the aim to point to upbringing and educational 
possibilities of foreign language learning, are highly indicative, showing the potentials of the field and imposing the 
need for undertaking further, more extensive research with stronger research outline.  
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